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The  Things  That  Matter  in  Church  Union 

A  BROADCAST  STATEMENT  OF  THE  QUESTIONS  AT  ISSUE 

BY 

PROFESSOR  R.  E.  WELSH,  M.A.,  D.D. 

of  The  Presbyterian  College,  Montreal. 

Let  us  get  down  to  the  fundamental  questions  and  vital  issues  in  the 
formation  of  the  United  Church  of  Canada. 

HOW  DOCTORS  DIFFER  ON  ITS  DOCTRINE. 

Two  leading  opponents,  Dr.  E.  Scott  and  Dr.  D.  J.  Eraser,  have 
each  spoken  with  inconsistent  voices  on  the  Basis  of  Union.  Which  voice 
are  we  to  believe?  Dr.  Scott  paid  a  high  tribute  to  the  Statement  of 
Doctrine  when  it  first  appeared  years  ago.  *'Its  excellence,"  he  wrote  as 
Editor  of  The  Presbyterian  Record,  ''must  impress  every  thoughtful 
reader.  It  is  full,  simple  and  Scriptural.  There  are  few  Presbyterians 
who  can  find  any  substantial  difference  between  it  and  the  Shorter  Cate- 
chism or  the  Confession  of  Faith.  Methodists  and  Congregationalists  will 
doubtless  find  it  in  equally  substantial  accord  with  their  accepted  beliefs. 
Even  if  organic  union  should  be  delayed  the  work  of  these  Committees 
has  not  been  in  vain.  Their  statement  of  doctrine  will  be  of  permanent 
value  to  the  Christian  world.  It  will  be  a  standing  testimony  to  the 
essential  unity  of  the  Protestant  Evangelical  Church,  both  in  this  and  in 
other  lands,  and  will  be  of  value  in  helping  to  set  before  the  world  the 
substance  of  the  Protestant  Christian  faith.  It  may  also  serve  as  a 
standard  or  model  to  other  churches  contemplating  union."  This  (not 
modified  by  the  rest  of  the  article)  was  the  verdict  of  Dr.  Scott  in  his 
sober  mind  before  it  was  warped  by  animosities.  Now  he  says  that  the 
United  Church  is  to  be  creedless,  ''stands  for  no  definite  doctrine,"  and 


that  the  Basis  of  Union  provides  **an  open  door  for  every  error,  especially 
that  error  which  takes  from  Christ  His  Crown  of  Deity  and  takes  from 
sinners  a  Saviour,  making  Him  only  a  man.  It  would  mean  the  death  of 
a  living  evengelical  Church,  desolation  and  barrenness  in  spiritual  results." 
Is  not  this  Dr.  E.  Scott  otherwise  than  sober  in  mind? 

Dr.  Scott  argues  as  above  from  the  fact  that  ministers  at  ordination 
are  not  asked  to  declare  their  acceptance  of  the  Statement  of  Doctrine. 
But  he  unfairly  fails  to  mention  that  * 'candidates  for  the  ministry  shall 
be  examined  on  the  Statement  of  Doctrine,  and  shall  before  ordination 
satisfy  the  examining  body  that  they  are  in  essential  agreement  therewith, 
and  that  as  ministers  of  the  Church  they  accept  the  Statement  as  in 
substance  agreeable  to  the  teaching  of  the  Holy  Scriptures."  In  the  pre- 
amble to  the  Basis  the  United  Church  declares:  ''We  maintain  our  alle- 
giance to  the  evangelical  doctrines  of  the  Reformation  as  set  forth  in  the 
doctrinal  standards  adopted  by  the  Presbyterian  Church,  by  the  Con- 
gregational Union,  and  by  the  Methodist  Church.  We  present  the  ac- 
companying statement  as  a  brief  summary  of  our  common  faith."  What 
room  here  for  any  who  "make  Christ  only  a  man"  and  "take  from  sinners 
a  Saviour,"  for  "Russellites  and  Mormons"? 

Dr.  Eraser  wrote  in  The  Harvard  Review  some  years  ago:  "The 
compilers  of  the  Basis  of  Union  have  preserved  the  ancient  technical 
character  of  catholicity. — The  compromise  effected  in  the  Basis  would 
seem  to  meet  fairly  well  the  needs  of  all  the  Churches. — The  statement  of 
polity  is  practically  Presbyterian.  Evidently  the  aim  of  the  joint  com- 
mittee on  polity  has  been  realised,  to  'provide  substantial  congregational 
freedom  and  at  the  same  time  to  secure  the  benefits  of  a  strong  con- 
nexional  tie  and  cooperative  agency.* — The  irreconcilable  traditionalists' 
appeal  to  the  system  of  Presbytery  as  historically  ideal  shews  that  they 
are  practically  in  bondage  to  ancestral  ecclesiastical  forms. — A  great  many 
silent  folk  are  governed  by  sentiment  rather  than  by  reason.  Church 
loyalty,  like  patriotism,  is  not  always  rational." 

These  selected  sentences,  not  out  of  keeping  with  their  context, 
represented  his  quite  sober  judgment  some  years  ago.  The  "liberal" 
element  in  the  opposition,  Dr.  Eraser  wrote,  "feel  that  the  doctrinal 
burden  of  the  proposed  Basis  will  be  heavier  than  that  of  the  Westminster 
Confession.  They  are  quite  content  to  give  assent  to  the  ancient  creeds 
or  the  reformed  confessions  as  symbols  of  the  Catholic  faith,  as  the  banner 
about  which  the  champions  of  truth  and  freedom  rallied,  so  long  as  they 
are  allowed  liberty  to  interpret  them  in  their  historic  setting." 

Thus  the  historic  creeds  would  be  retained  simply  as  old  flags  or 
old  landmarks,  not  to  be  held  valid  and  binding  as  confessions  of  faith 
for  us  today!    And  thus  what  Dr.  Scott  declares  will  not  bind  ministers 


to  any  doctrine  and  leave  the  door  open  for  Unitarians  and  Mormons 
Dr.  Fraser  fears  will  bind  them  only  too  tightly.  It  will  be  difficult  for 
them  to  be  'liberals"  of  the  Harvard  semi-unitarian  school  of  Dr.  Kir- 
sopp  Lake!  Dr.  Fraser  in  his  article  said,  *The  Presbyterian  Church 
in  Canada  is  the  result  of  six  unions."  But  Dr.  Scott  and  his  comrades 
say  that  Church  Union  is  unconstitutional  and  illegal;  in  which  case  the 
Church  could  never  unite  legally  with  any  other,  and  is  fixed  fast  in 
separation  for  ever! 

A  curious  conjunction  of  Anti-Unionist  stars  moving  in  opposite 
orbits  in  the  theological  heavens! 

Now  Dr.  Fraser,  at  any  rate  the  Presbyterian  Church  Association 
for  whose  proclamations  he  as  the  President  is  answerable,  says  of  the 
Basis  of  Union:  **It  casts  aside  the  great  fundamental  doctrines  on  which 
our  Church  was  founded.  The  new  Church  will  be  really  a  creedless 
Church" — he  formerly  thought  it  would  have  a  too  burdensome  creed! 
'The  ordained  elders  will  be  dropped.  The  right  of  a  congregation  to  call 
its  own  minister  will  be  taken  away."  These  assertions,  besides  being 
misinterpretations  of  the  facts,  contradict  Dr.  Fraser's  previous  declara- 
tion that  "the  statement  of  polity  is  practically  Presbyterian,  and  provides 
substantially  for  congregational  freedom."  Which  of  the  above  utterances 
are  we  to  take  as  now  his  soberly  considered  personal  judgment?  He 
wrote  also:  'The  uncompromising  element  (in  opposition)  is  not  taken 
as  seriously  by  others  as  by  itself.  It  is  frequently  said  by  those  instinctive- 
ly out  of  sympathy  with  the  proposed  union  that,  if  anything  could  make 
them  vote  in  its  favour,  it  would  be  the  bad  arguments  of  these  oppo- 
nents."   Quite  so! 

Dr.  Scott  and  Dr.  Fraser  both  hold  their  present  official  positions 
by  direct  appointment  from  the  General  Assembly.  Yet  they  repudiate 
the  authority  of  the  Assembly  and  lead  a  seditious  revolt  against  it  and 
the  constituent  courts  of  the  Church.  Can  they  expect  allegiance  from 
others  while  using  their  positions  to  support  a  propagandist  insurrection 
against  the  body  that  appointed  them? 

THE  PRESBYTERIAN  NAME. 

Is  the  Presbyterian  name  necessary  to  a  Church  essentially  Presby- 
terian ?  The  Presbyterian  Church  Association  says  *'the  very  name  of  the 
Presbyterian  Church  will  be  abolished."  But  the  name  has  practically 
disappeared  in  Scotland,  is  not  used  by  the  mother-churches  there — The 
■  Established)  Church  of  Scotland,  The  United  Free  Church,  The  Free 
Church  ("Wee  Frees")— though  true  blue  Presbyterians.  If  we  ask  the 
average  man  in  any  Scottish  town  where  the  Presbyterian  Church  is,  he 
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will  probably  say  he  doesn't  know,  while  pointing  out  the  Auld  Kirk  and 
the  U.  F.  In  Wales  the  Presbyterian  Church,  included  within  the  Pan- 
Presbyterian  Alliance,  is  called  the  Calvinistic  Methodist  Church.  John 
Wesley  said,  "As  soon  as  I  am  dead  the  Methodists  will  be  a  regular  Pres- 
byterian Church."  Dr.  Fraser  wrote  years  ago  of  the  coming  United 
Church  of  Canada,  *'the  statement  of  polity  is  practically  Presbyterian.'* 
Why  fight  about  an  unnecessary  name  when  the  reality  is  preserved? 
There  must  be  some  give-and-take  on  each  side  in  any  scheme  of  Union — 
unless  it  be  like  the  union  of  the  lady  and  the  tiger,  the  tiger  (Presbyterian) 
bodily  taking  the  lady  inside  itself!  Some  opponents  of  the  present  Union 
e.g.  Dr.  Geo.  Duncan — whose  greatest  predecessor  in  St.  Paul's,  Mont- 
real, Dr.  Jenkins,  was  called  directly  from  the  Methodist  ministry!— 
have  been  ready  to  unite  with  the  Anglican  Church  and  surrender  far 
more  of  the  Presbyterian  system  than  the  small  modifications  involved 
in  the  present  Union  of  Churches.  Many  of  us  would  gladly  stretch  out 
our  hands  in  both  directions. 

PARLIAMENT  AND  THE  BILL. 

What  is  it  competent  for  any  parliament  or  legislature  to  do  in  such  a 
matter  ?  We  are  told  by  Dr.  Dickie  (if  correctly  reported)  that  "Parlia- 
ment, scenting  opposition  to  the  Bill,  would  send  it  back  to  the  people. 
Parliament  did  not  care  what  the  General  Assembly  said,  but  thought 
rather  of  voters."  Imagine  the  State  dictating  to  the  Church,  ordering 
the  General  Assembly  to  send  down  the  question  for  the  third  time  to  the 
members  of  the  Church  (a  course  not  required  by  the  constitution  of  the 
Church  at  all),  determining  whether  the  majority  for  Church  Union  was 
large  enough  to  make  it  valid  when  any  majority  makes  a  resolution  valid ! 

Would  the  Roman  Catholic  Church  permit  any  secular  power  to 
determine  its  action  or  policy  ?  Dare  the  State  override  the  constituent 
courts  of  the  Presbyterian  Church,  in  joint  action  with  the  Methodist  and 
Congregational  Churches,  when  every  requirement  of  its  constitution  has 
been  observed  ?  All  Christian  Churches  in  the  land  would  be  implicated 
and  would  rise  up  against  the  flagrant  usurpation  by  the  State  of  the 
Church's  inalienable  right  to  self-government.  The  private  opinions  of 
legislators  upon  Church  Union  are  here  out  of  court. 

We  are  told  by  Dr.  Scott  that  "members  of  the  Church  have  to 
appeal  for  justice  to  the  civil  courts  and  parliaments  from  injustice 
attempted  within  the  Church. ' '  This  appeal  to  the  secular  powers  of  State, 
to  Caesar,  after  having  failed  in  the  legitimate  courts  of  the  Church, 
is  the  great  betrayal  of  the  spiritual  freedom  and  independence  of  the 
Church  for  which  our  forefathers  long  fought  and  which  they  won. 


Dr.  Chalmers,  honoured  on  all  sides,  declared  on  the  eve  of  the 
Scottish  Church  Disruption:  ''We  own  no  head  of  the  Church  but  Jesus 
Christ.  Whatever  is  done  ecclesiastically  in  submission  to  His  authority- 
has  no  other  basis  than  that  of  our  majorities  to  rest  upon.  The  highest 
power  of  the  Church  is  amenable  to  no  higher  power  on  earth  for  its 
decisions.  There  is  not  one  thing  which  the  State  can  do  to  our  indepen- 
dent and  indestructible  Church  but  strip  her  of  her  temporalities.  *Nec 
tamen  consumebatur' — she  would  remain  a  Church  notwithstanding,  as 
strong  as  ever  in  the  props  of  her  ov/n  moral  and  inherent  greatness,  in  the 
reverence  of  her  country's  population.  She  is  the  unfettered  mistress  of 
her  doings"  ('Life  of  Chalmers').  The  Sole  Headship  of  Jesus  Christ  over 
the  Church  has  been  a  distinctive  principle  of  the  Presbyterian  Church. 
Yet  the  Presbyterian  Church  Association,  with  Dr.  Dickie  and  Dr. 
Scott  and  others,  would  throw  overboard  this  historic  claim  of  right  and 
precious  privilege,  just  to  thwart  Church  Union! 

The  House  of  Lords  and  the  House  of  Commons  had  before  them  and 
recognised  the  Declarations  of  the  General  Assembly  of  the  United  Free 
Church  of  Scotland  in  1905  upon  the  restoration  of  her  property:  "The 
Church  under  her  only  Head  has  independent  and  exclusive  jurisdiction 
and  power  of  legislating  in  all  matters  of  doctrine,  worship,  discipline  and 
government,  including  the  right  to  alter,  add  to  or  modify  her  constitution 
and  laws,  subordinate  standards  and  Church  formula . . .  and  to  unite 
with  other  Churches;  always  in  conformity  with  the  Word  of  God  and  with 
the  safeguards  of  deliberate  action  and  legislation  in  such  cases  provided  by 
the  Church — of  which  conformity  the  Church  herself,  acting  through  her 
courts,  shall  be  the  judge."  Also  "the  General  Assembly  declare  and  enact 
that  in  all  the  courts  of  the  Church  a  decision  of  the  court  either  unani- 
mously, or  by  a  majority  of  its  members  present  and  voting,  is  the  decision 
of  the  court,  and  the  decision  of  the  General  Assembly  so  reached  is  final" 
('Life  of  Rainy').  Acts  of  the  Presbyterian  Church  cited  in  history  have 
always  been  acts  of  Assembly.  Aggressive  Anti-Unionists  repudiate  these 
principles  of  the  mother-churches,  subverting  the  whole  Free  Church 
system.  But  Union  will  go  through  without  asking  leave  of  any  parlia- 
ment, apart  from  property  questions. 


THE  CHURCH  AS  A  UNIT. 

If  the  Bill  is  not  to  the  mind  of  its  opponents,  they  must  bear  a  part  of 
the  responsibility.  The  Union  Committee  under  instruction  of  Assembly 
entreated  their  leaders  to  confer  on  the  provisions  of  the  Bill.  But  Dr. 
Fraser  refused  the  offer  unless  the  conference  started  with  the  assumption 
that  the  Presbyterian  Church  would  continue  outside  the  United  Church. 


''Go  out  from  us  if  you  like,"  we  are  told.  Imagine  (say)  90  per  cent  of 
the  ministers  and  congregations  going  out  separately  into  the  larger  com- 
munion and  (say)  ten  per  cent  continuing  the  Presbyterian  Church  with 
all  its  possessions — a  fantastic  notion !  The  Church  must  act  as  a  Church 
or  unit,  as  it  did  in  1875  and  in  Scottish  Church  Union.  There  is  no  coer- 
cion where  all  have  their  right  of  voting  and  ample  provision  is  made  for 
dissident  congregations.  They  are  to  be  turned  out  homeless  into  the 
cold,  we  are  told.  But,  while  many  of  our  forefathers  voluntarily  went  out 
for  a  spiritual  principle  without  a  penny  or  a  building,  our  dissident 
brethren  are  to  be  provided  for  generously  wherever  they  prevail.  Those 
entering  the  United  Church  will  be  as  free  to  worship  God  according  to 
their  conscience  as  they  ever  were;  they  will  never  know  any  difference  in 
their  church  services. 


WHOSE  VERDICT  IS  TO  OBTAIN? 

Aggressive  opponents  of  Church  Union  decline  to  accept  the  verdict 
of  the  General  Assembly  (representative  equally  of  laymen  and  ministers) 
in  a  vote  of  427  to  129,  when  an  immediate  decision  was  called  for  by  five 
Synods  and  fifty-one  Presbyteries  out  of  fifty-five  that  took  action. 
While  Presbyterian  polity  does  not  provide  for  a  referendum  to  the  people, 
a  vote  of  the  members  of  the  Church  was  twice  taken,  with  majorities  of 
scores  of  thousands  in  favour  of  Union;  but  its  antagonists  refuse  to  accept 
the  results.  The  verdict  of  what  legitimate  body,  then,  will  they  recog- 
nise ?  They  set  up  their  own  self-appointed,  non-elective  Association  as 
arbiter  of  the  real  mind  of  the  people,  superior  to  the  representative 
supreme  court  of  the  Church.  All,  of  course,  are  free  to  form  their  own 
opinion  and  take  their  own  course  upon  Church  Union;  but  they  are  not 
free  to  establish  a  rival  authority  to  the  Assembly  and  the  constituent 
courts  of  the  Church  as  the  irreconcilables  do. 

Note  that  they  do  not  play  the  game,  and  will  not  abide  by  the  rules 
and  results  of  the  game. 


WHAT  ALTERNATIVE  COURSE? 

What  programme  alternative  to  Church  Union  have  they  for  dealing 
with  the  1,245  charges  and  (including  these)  the  3,000  preaching  stations 
in  which  the  people  of  the  negotiating  churches  are  already  united? 
None.  Cooperation  in  these  fields  is  now  impracticable.  Union  congrega- 
tions cannot  be  broken  up.  Are  they  to  be  left  to  drift  as  Independents, 
or  to  form  a  new  denomination,  causing  a  bigger  split  than  the  one  threat- 


ened  by  An ti- Unionists  ?    Do  the  latter  realise  that  they^could  have  com- 
paratively very  few  congregations  west  of  the  Great  Lakes  ? 

Federation  as  an  alternative  scheme  was  fully  discussed  years  ago  and 
was  set  aside  at  the  Edmonton  Assembly.  If  organic^union  were  dropped, 
the  negotiating  Churches  could  not  return  to  their  former  situation. 
The  choice  lies  between  union  now  and  accentuated  denominationalism 
for  long  years  to  come. 

A  THIRD  VOTE  OF  THE  PEOPLE? 

Why  not  send  down  the  question  to  Church  members  for  still  another 
vote?  But  many  of  our  people  have  already  passed  into  these  Union 
congregations  and  could  not  be  enumerated.  And  another  vote  would 
require  that  the  Assembly  should  proceed  de  novo  under  the  Barrier  Act 
and  secure  the  reversal  of  their  previous  decisions  by  the  overwhelming 
majority  of  the  Synods  and  the  Presbyteries.  And  who  ever  heard  of  a 
Bill  being  sent  down  to  the  people  ?  How  could  they  indicate  which  sec- 
tions and  provisions  therein  they  approved  or  disapproved  ?  The  opposi- 
tion would  not  cease  even  if  a  majority  were  again  given  for  Union,  said 
Dr.  Fraser.  According  to  the  last  vote,  only  about  22%  of  the  total 
membership  of  the  church  voted  against  Union.  The  merits  of  this  Union 
were  open  for  full  discussion  ^ when  twice  it  ^  was  before  the  people  and 
the  Presbyteries;  they  had  their  chance  then. 

THE  MOTIVE  OF  THE  CAMPAIGN. 

What  great  spiritual  principle  are  aggressive  Anti-Unionists  contend- 
ing for  ?  Or  is  it  only  an  -ism  ?  They  are  united  by  antipathies  and  resent- 
ments— not  a  good  and  lasting  cement.  What  unifying  religious  principle 
combines  their  incongruous  assortment  of  opposite  theological  schools? 
Are  they  swayed  by  the  evangelistic  and  missionary  motive  ?  Almost  all 
our  missionaries  are  eager  for  Union — a  good  practical  test  of  the  cause  as  a 
whole.  On  which  side  are  most  of  our  young  people  and  the  majority  of 
students  ?  We  are  chiefly  concerned  with  the  great  task  of  the  Church  in 
meeting  the  needs  of  our  ever-growing  country.  We  best  honour  the  great 
traditions  of  our  past  by  keeping  our  eyes  on  the  future  and  our  minds  on 
the  generations  to  come. 
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